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EXOTIC V I R U S DISEASES

RINDERPEST
By V . W . S M I T H , Senior Veterinary

Virologist

RINDERPEST is an exotic viral disease mainly seen in cattle and buffalo. However, sheep,
goats, camels, pigs and wild ruminants are also susceptible to infection.

Not many years ago, rinderpest was
considered to have more influence on the
world's food supply than any other animal
disease.
Rinderpest is believed to have originated
in Asia where it still causes great economic
loss. When it was introduced to Africa
near the end of the last century, it
spread through the whole continent with
devastating mortality, accounting for the
loss of countless millions of cattle. It
became so well established in the wild
game populations of Africa that the
disease now exists in them independently
of the cattle population.
Rinderpest virus cannot normally survive for more than a few hours outside
the body and infection is transmitted
usually by close contact between animals.
The susceptibility of different breeds and
races of cattle varies considerably but in
those which are fully susceptible, mortality
may be very high.
Other species of ruminants which are
susceptible to rinderpest may show only
very mild symptoms or sometimes may
carry the virus without showing symptoms; nevertheless these carriers may
present a great risk to cattle in contact.

into Australia from countries where the
disease occurs will almost guarantee freedom from the disease.
Cattle can now be protected by a number
of vaccines against rinderpest and in
countries where this disease is still
endemic, vaccination campaigns have done
a great deal towards eliminating the
disease.
In countries free of the disease, primary
outbreaks have been eradicated by the
slaughter of infected and in-contact
animals.
This policy was adopted in 1923 when
an outbreak of rinderpest occurred in
Western Australia. Cattle from Derby and
sheep from Carnarvon being shipped to
Fremantle are believed to have contracted
the disease from Asiatic pigs carried as
live stores on the same ship.
Infected
animals spread the disease to dairy cattle
in the Fremantle area and there were
secondary outbreaks at Rottnest, Belmont
and Bassendean.
The outbreak was
eradicated in two months by the slaughter
of almost 3,000 animals.
Signs to watch for

The disease follows a characteristic
course. After an incubation period of
about a week, though it may be as long
The risk to Australia
as a fortnight, there is an initial fever
In other countries, all primary out- during which the animal's temperature
breaks have been introduced by live may reach 107° F. and the animal looks
animals, often showing only a sub-clinical dejected. The coat becomes harsh.
infection.
There is a discharge from the eyes and
There have been no proven cases of this nose, at first clear but rapidly becoming
disease being introduced by animal pro- purulent.
ducts, but this method of introduction is
In the mouth, small haemorrhagic pinremotely possible. The prohibition of the point lesions develop on the insides of the
import of animals and animal products lips, cheeks, hard palate, gums, dental
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pad and frequently on or under the tongue.
These lesions soon form into larger
erosions and become covered with a foetid
necrotic overlay which can be wiped off
to reveal fresh bleeding points beneath.
Early in the disease there is constipation but this gives way after a few
days to a profuse, watery, foul-smelling
diarrhoea which is stained with blood, may
contain necrotic pieces of bowel-lining
and sometimes appears black in colour.
The animal becomes rapidly dehydrated,
emaciated and weak as a result of the
diarrhoea, and death usually occurs within
a week of the development of symptoms.
At autopsy, in addition to the signs
already described, there may be a generalised inflammation of the whole digestive tract. However, the most significant
lesions occur in the lower bowel and
rectum where the inflammation is usually
limited to the longitudinal folds of the
gut, giving rise to a stripy appearance
referred to as "zebra-marking".
Unfortunately, a number of diseases of
cattle so closely resemble rinderpest that

Open m o u t h , shewing lesions en t o p lips, hard palate, cheeks
a n d lower g u m s

they are sometimes referred to as the
"pseudo-rinderpests."
Two of
these
diseases, mucosal disease and infectious
bovine rhinotracheitis, occur in Western
Australia and their presence in this State
could mask an outbreak of rinderpest if
it occurred.
Action
Cattle farmers should report immediately to the nearest Department of
Agriculture Veterinary Surgeon, or Stock
Inspector:—
• Any serious outbreak of disease
when the clinical signs are suggestive of those described.
• Any unexplained deaths when an
autopsy reveals abnormalities as
described.
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Hard palate shewing erosions f r o m w h i c h t h e necrotic
lay has been r e m o v e d
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